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This paper will put forward an argument that work-integrated learning (WIL) should be semi-formal in nature 
and will examine the characteristics of this proposed learning environment.  When a student work placement is 
unstructured or informal a learning framework is absent, often resulting in tacit or implicit knowledge which 
creates difficulties.  Although the expectation of accessing a fully formal educational framework cannot be 
completely achievable within a busy work environment, an opportunity can be created to integrate characteristics 
of formal education, which leaves space for individuals to learn from each other as well as accessing formal 
learning experiences.  This perspective also suggests that the different modes of workplace learning should be 
combined so that formal training utilizes informal learning.  In addition, the proposed structure embraces the 
emerging paradigm, which integrates education into workplace learning, allowing students to gain access to 
diverse learning opportunities, adequate assessment, constructive feedback and reflection on learning. 
Keywords: Work-integrated learning (WIL), workplace, learning, skills, employability, semi-formal work 
environment, informal learning 
Within in the higher education (HE) and tertiary education environments work integrated learning 
(WIL) features more prominently than ever (Linehan & Sheridan, 2009; Martin, Rees, Edwards, & Paku, 
2012).  WIL is a form of work based learning (WBL) where the experience of a student applying their 
theoretical knowledge within a work setting can take many forms including a credited module as part 
of their higher education (Khampirat & McRae, 2016).  For instance, in the Irish context, Quality and 
Qualifications Ireland (QQI), the quality assurance body for higher education, sets out the guidelines 
for WIL including type of experience, competency outcomes and standard of knowledge.  In many 
cases, however, the question of how these attributes are gained or the learning framework utilized are 
less than clear.  Such lack of clarity results in an absence of a formal learning experience on the part of 
the student, who is exposed to tacit knowledge and the challenge of navigating an environment to best 
secure opportunities of skill development. 
The distinction between formal and informal learning has long been discussed in the WBL and WIL 
discourse (Billett, 2002; Howison, Campbell, Henderson, & Terry, 2009; Tynjälä, 2008).  Attributing the 
term semi-formal to learning in the workplace was identified by Tynjälä (2008), however, the 
characteristics of this definition were not clarified.  The unit of analysis within this environment is the 
experience of the learner (Eraut, 2000b) which is not necessarily a single incident, but can refer to 
experience as accumulated learning from a series of events.  It will be argued that WIL programs are 
closer to semi-formal in nature as opposed to being considered either formal or informal.  
This paper presents characteristics of learning environments to explicate this argument, where initially 
the semi-formal learning environment is identified as having much in common with characteristics 
attributed to informal learning (Table 1).  It will also examine how the semi-formal learning 
environment differs from informal learning environments by incorporating formal education attributes 
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which were not traditionally integrated into descriptions of work based learning (Table 2)  Both tables 
are informed by Tynjälä (2008) which is adapted from Hager (1998) and Resnick (1987).  The 
characteristics are also informed by Howison et al. (2009) which is based on Beckett and Hager (2002). 
CHARACTERISTICS SHARED BETWEEN SEMI-FORMAL AND INFORMAL LEARNING 
Table 1 is a valuable tool to reflect on current issues defining learning in school and outside (Resnick, 
1987) despite the fact that Eraut (2004) indicated that he deplored dichotomies as indicators of lazy 
thinking.  Of course, the application of the knowledge that the student gains in higher education and 
then transfers while on work placement is a complex process.  It is not merely a case of identifying 
relevant knowledge gained from formal education, then gaining an understanding of the context in 
which it is to be applied, and transferring this knowledge through application in the new situation. The 
cognitive process is much more complicated.  
TABLE 1:  Common characteristics between semi-formal and informal learning. 
Note: The information in this table is informed by Tynjälä 2008 (which is adapted from Hager 1998 and Resnick 1987) and 
Howison, Campbell, Henderson & Terry 2009 (which is based on Beckett & Hager 2002). 
 
To gain an understanding of the learning process and of a semi-structured learning environment, we 
initially need to examine the levels of intention related to learning in the workplace that Eraut (2004) 
began to explore.  If we consider the term workplace learning environments it would signify that 
intention exists to actively facilitate learning  (McRae, 2015).  Models of WIL such as apprenticeship, 
for example, are characterized by being “mediated by the learner themselves” (Billett, 2016), implying 
that learners are active and self-motivated with the intention to learn.  If we follow this logic, intentional 
active learning exists in the workplace learning environment which was traditionally considered 
informal and passive.  These intentions take the form of common practices which are often goal driven.  
 Learning in formal 
education 
Learning in informal workplace & 
Semi-formal learning environment 
 
 
Adapted from Tynjälä 
(2008)  
Intentional learning Unintentional and intentional 
learning 
Produces only explicit 
knowledge and generalised 
skills 
Produces implicit and explicit 
knowledge 
Focused solely on mental 
activities 
Focused on tool use and mental 
activities 
Separate of knowledge and 
skills 
No distinction between knowledge 
and skills 
Emphasis on teaching and 
content of teaching 
Emphasis on teaching and 
experiences based on learner as a 
worker 
Adapted from Howison et 
al. (2009) 
An end in itself Dependent on other activities 
Adapted from Howison et 
al. (2009) and Tynjälä (2008) 
Uncontextualised  Contextualized  
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They form a core element in developing organizational continuity, performance assessment and 
interactions which are all in the best interests of the employer (Billett, 2002).  
TABLE 2:  Differences between semi and informal learning.  
Note: The information in this table is informed by Tynjälä 2008 (which is adapted from Hager 1998 and Resnick 1987) and 
Howison, Campbell, Henderson, & Terry 2009 (which is based on Beckett & Hager 2002). 
Even in the absence of a structured learning framework in the workplace, there may exist a culture, 
which can encapsulate values and norms informing the work practices of the given environment 
(Lantolf, Thorne, & Poehner, 2015).  This culture can encourage active learning which would require 
intention as opposed to the passive nature of learning in a formal education setting.  In the dynamic 
work environment that currently exists, the need for students to become independently responsible for 
their own learning has been identified as integral to developing current skills (Brown, Cocking, & 
Bransford, 2000).  Coupled with this intentional learning is unintentional learning, which is a natural 
by-product of observing others in work as well as engaging in new activities or work processes (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, Baker‐Sennett, Lacasa, & Goldsmith, 1995).  Therefore, both learning 
characterizes can occur within the workplace. 
It is not sufficient within the workplace to rely on intangible cultural attributes to ensure a conducive 
learning environment as it can result in knowledge that is solely implicit.  Although an integral element 
of work based learning, this form of knowledge provides both benefits and difficulties to the learner.  
Implicit knowledge is linked (but not unique to) informal learning and has been defined by the lack of 
intention to learn and a lack of awareness that learning is occurring (Eraut, 2000b).  This form of 
learning is reactionary in nature, unplanned and often lacks reflection on actions which are essential 
elements of formal learning (Raelin, 2008).  As it is not a deliberate mode of cognition, by its nature it 
lacks evaluating and problem-solving (Eraut, 2000a).  On the other hand, the benefits of implicit 
learning cannot also be underestimated, so balance is required.  Implicit learning allows for 
spontaneous learning, greater agency for the learner and individual freedom (Eraut, 2004).  It considers 
the social context of learning (Rogoff, 2008; Vygotsky, 1978) where learning can be adapted to specific 
 
Learning in formal 
education 
Learning in informal 
workplace 
Learning in semi-formal work 
based environment 
 
 
 
 
Tynjälä (2008) and 
Howison et al. 
(2009) 
 
Prescribed by formal 
curriculum standards 
Usually no formal 
curriculum or prescribed 
outcomes 
Learning framework or 
curriculum required  
Learning outcome 
predictable 
Learning outcomes less 
predictable 
Learning outcomes predictable 
and unpredictable 
Theory and practice 
traditionally 
separated (Techne) 
Seamless know-how and 
practical wisdom 
(Phronesis) 
Techne and Phronesis 
developed 
Individual Collaborative Individual and collaborative 
Stimulated by 
teachers/trainers 
Activated by individual 
learners 
Activated by teachers/trainers 
and individual learners 
Adapted from 
Howison et al. 
(2009)  
 
Passive spectator Activity and experience 
based 
Passive and activity based 
learning 
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situations.  It is also necessary for the competent worker when encountering 
unstructured/unprecedented situations.  This comprises of symbolic conceptual knowledge (Barley & 
Kunda, 1992) which describes how a novice to the work environment can learn occupational practices 
from others, which is difficult to observe or document (Billett & Smith, 2016).  Structured learning 
would ensure that knowledge gained during this learning process is not solely implicit in nature but 
becomes explicit.  This allows verbalization of knowledge, documentation of procedures and 
knowledge that is more easily accessible.  Explicit learning allows for a more structured transfer of 
knowledge when a framework or curriculum is integrated into the experience.  
The use of tools is relevant both within a formal and informal learning setting.  However, the nature of 
this use differs in formal education and work related learning contexts where methods used differ.  
Formal education has traditionally been more reliant on writing where a “premium is placed on pure 
thought activities” (Hennessy, 1993, p. 2) as opposed to the use of other independent mechanisms to 
complete tasks using calculators for example.  This approach contrasts with the real world of mental 
activities which engage constantly with the physical world and results in cognition which is influenced 
by our dependency on tools utilized.  Integral elements of informal learning such as cooperating, 
reproducing and actively creating, involve mastery of such external tools.  It can be argued that today 
with Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) ‘tool use’ is an integral part of learning as HEIs regularly make 
use of computers and engineering tools for example etc.  Similarly, within many workplaces competent 
tool use is an integral element of work for example in clinical placement.  If the learning that is gleaned 
from this use of tools can be considered formal in nature, it would depend on a learning framework 
being imposed while undertaking the tool use.  This is relevant to ensure that all knowledge gained 
during this learning process is not implicit in nature.  
In approaching tasks during WIL there should be no separation of knowledge and skills or between 
theory and practice.  Rather a holistic approach is required.  The abilities developed to recognize 
opportunities or engage in problem solving for example require a level of competence in applying skills 
(practice) as well as domain specific and strategic knowledge (theory).  The distinction between 
knowing and doing fails to exist, so there is no separation between conceptual knowledge and problem 
solving for example.  This enables students develop a holistic conceptualization of processes within the 
work environment as well as work context (Tynjälä, 2008).  As situations structure cognition, tasks 
(activities) are not completed separately to interactions with the external world from the cognitive 
process behind them. 
The next characteristic in Table 1 examines the ‘how’ element of learning within this proposed semi-
formal learning environment and the role of teaching needs.  Increasingly teaching has been integrated 
into the workplace to enhance learning, with a variety of pedagogic practices often supported by 
experts in the workplace.  Three practices have recently been identified in the workplace (Billett & 
Smith, 2016) namely practice curriculum, practice pedagogies and learners’ personal epistemologies.  
The practice curriculum involves organizing structured experiences in everyday work activities.  
Workplaces themselves support pedagogical learning for example worker’s handover following shift 
work.  Others include ‘practice pedagogies’ such as verbalization, mnemonics or heuristics and 
‘personal pedagogies’ where there is intentional and active learning. These concepts are incorporated 
in forms of mentorship, which is becoming more formal in clinical placement examples of which are 
quoted in (Hunt, McGee, Gutteridge, & Hughes, 2012; McSharry & Lathlean, 2017) as well as within 
other work-placement environments (Marsick, Watkins, Callahan, & Volpe, 2006; Tynjälä, 2013).  
Teaching methods such as modeling, scaffolding and fading can form part of this process (Ghefaili, 
2003).  In this situation, the expert has a supervisory role of providing attention to each student and 
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providing assistance when difficulties arise for individuals and giving attention when needed and 
stepping back when required.  The role also requires asking stimulating questions, challenging points 
of view and encouraging students to question processes. 
Learning within the semi-structured environment is dependent on other activities not just an end in 
itself and so a supportive learning environment is required (McRae, 2015).  The environment external 
to the learner and indeed the employer organization itself is responding to new challenges which 
acquire adaptation to ensure survival (Puyate, 2008).  The more immediate learning environment also 
presents barriers and opportunities for learning depending on the culture, affordance presented and 
politics for example.  As the application of the learning forms an integral part of the process of 
remaining current in a field of expertise, continuous feedback to improve performance and learning is 
intrinsic to the emerging paradigm of learning.  This involves embracing constructive criticism and 
reflection on the part of the learner, which are dependent on intention and motivation of both learner 
and employer.  
The final characteristic from our Table 1 refers to contextualized learning.  A negative attribute often 
associated with formal learning is the difficulty the learner encounters in transferring their knowledge 
into a different situation, which involves drawing on past experiences, as formal learning is viewed as 
uncontextual in nature.  The symbolic manipulation associated with solving school based mathematical 
questions, for example, has been used in the workplace and “functions independently within the same 
culture, with different procedures and rates of success” (Hennessy, 1993, p. 3).  Lave (1991) 
demonstrated that personal methods are commonly invented and used successfully by adults in a 
practical situation as opposed to relying on symbol manipulation (Lave, 1988) and a study of young 
street vendors in Brazil found that problems embedded in a familiar context were those which were 
solved most easily (Carraher, Carraher, & Schliemann, 1985).  It must therefore, be considered that 
learning in the workplace is predominantly contextual nature.  Sociocultural research has often 
emphasized the situated or contextual nature of learning, which differentiates between learning models 
required for formal education and in the workplace (Tynjälä, 2013) even indicating that more formal 
educational models are somewhat more superior to the WIL models (Howison et al., 2009).  
HOW A SEMI FORMAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT INTEGRATES ELEMENTS OF FORMAL 
LEARNING 
In the previous section, we reviewed characteristics a proposed semi-formal work based learning 
environment has in common with informal learning.  However, in a current dynamic environment, 
WIL will require elements of a more formal education.  Tynjälä (2008) identified that usually no formal 
curriculum exists in informal workplace learning.  Observations by Leong and Kavanagh (2013) align 
with this, indicating that there is an absence of structure in many current work integrated programs 
signaling that a more structured framework is required to scaffold the development of skills.  Although 
frameworks are developed (McRae & Johnston, 2016) integrating these into practice has been 
challenging.  From the student perspective, a lack of structure or learning framework in the workplace 
may result in a loss of affordances or opportunities to develop occupational knowledge (Billett, 2002).  
This process could involve providing additional structure to a form of learning framework or 
curriculum that already exists in the workplace through for example the historic concept of 
apprenticeship (Billett & Smith, 2016).  The incorporated pedagogy can support a semi-learning work 
environment by establishing relevant learning outcomes which should be reflected in formative or 
summative assessment.  This form of learning is mediated by the learner, involves individual 
engagements and interdependent learning.  The key process has been mimesis (imitating the work of 
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an expert) which involves deliberate structuring of experiences the novice is exposed to within the 
process of practice curriculum. 
The integration of WIL programs into university education has contributed to structured working 
environments allowing students and academics to map learning programs directly to the academic 
agenda through learning outcomes (McRae & Johnston, 2016).  This structured integration of academic 
studies and practice differentiates curricular WIL from other experiential learning.  It allows students 
to integrate learning from academia and the workplace while determining greater benefits from the 
experience (Patrick et al., 2008; Sattler, Wiggers, & Arnold, 2011).  Universities in partnership with 
employers are encouraged to integrate employability skills into curriculum to enable transition into 
work and personal development for student.  Such interventions can provide graduates with the 
capacity to think independently and critically while integrating into a professional labor force (Leong 
& Kavanagh, 2013). 
The absence of a structured framework can also lead to learning outcomes which will be less 
predictable.  This is not ideal as it can mitigate against the achievement of goals of continuity of practice 
for the organization which is in the best interest of the employer (Billett, 2002; Tynjälä, 2008).  In 
contrast, if a learning framework is integrated, key learning outcomes can form an integral element of 
work based learning and a corresponding assessment of this learning can be implemented.  The benefits 
will involve predictable learning outcomes which can be aligned to organizational goals and Human 
Resource Management (HRM) policies.  This can be informed by active planning, projected skills 
deficits and projected future development in terms of technological advances for example.  
Shifting WIL learning to a semi-formal structure allows for the development of phronesis or the 
seamless practical knowledge which is an essential component of a competent expert and manifests in 
effective use of ethical judgment, wisdom and reasoning (Nussbaum, 2001).  Though experience is seen 
as a critical component of learning, there has historically been a distinction between the development 
of the intellect as promoted by Plato for example, and the more pragmatic Aristotelian development of 
“practical wisdom” (McRae & Johnston, 2016).  This process reflects on good practice and is based in 
experience, where one acts with concern for the correct action within a given situation.  The 
development of ‘moral agency’ can also be seen as an element of phronesis which is considered a 
characteristic an expert possesses.  This phronesis is differentiated from techne in that it does not rely 
on means-end rationality.  Rather it is concerned with judging what is good practice in a given situation 
which is dependent on relationships and any human concerns that are present.  
In modern teaching and learning there is a role for collaborative learning.  Much research within the 
work based learning domain has concentrated on this collaborative learning for example the concept 
of communities of practice (Lave, 1991), actor and networks (Hutchins, 1995) and connectivism 
(Downes, 2007; Siemens, 2005).  Such theories recognize the social interaction and social construction 
of knowledge, which identifies that the knowledge of the community is constructed, distributed and 
validated through intense social interaction.  It involves collaborative learning e.g. collective problem 
solving, displaying multiple roles and providing collaborative work skills.  Therefore, learning can be 
stimulated on a group or collective basis or through individual learning based on observation, imitation 
and reflection. 
WIL can be stimulated or activated by either the work based mentor or the individual learner (during 
coaching in apprenticeship for example).  This process enables the student to ground their knowledge 
in experience.  In some examples, the student will stimulate learning by asking a question of a colleague 
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or initiating a task.  In addition, workers can engage in e-learning and aggregated learning at an 
individual level, as this is becoming prevalent in maintaining current skills within the workplace 
(Brookshire, Lybarger, & Keane, 2011; Tynjälä & Häkkinen, 2005).  This will allow the concurrent 
development and integration of theory and experience by adopting integrative pedagogies including 
personal pedagogies (Billett & Smith, 2016).  Rather than viewing this as a method of teaching, it can 
be identified as a principle which integrates ‘theory, practice and self-regulation’ (Tynjälä, 2008). 
A semi-formal learning environment should encourage both passive and active learning, incorporating 
elements of traditional formal and informal learning.  Sociocultural theory recognizes that learners 
transition from being controlled by the learning environment and objects within it (passive) to gain 
control of the situation including their cognition and social interactions (Lantolf et al., 2015).  This 
transition creates confidence and a sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977).  The role of the mentor in this 
semi-structured situated environment is to promote active learning (Collins, Brown, & Holum, 1991), 
as the mentor can teach students how to learn on their own in a more skilful way.  The student then 
gains an understanding of the different conditions under which they can apply knowledge as well as 
the purposes or uses of it, as opposed to being passive recipients.  Students, therefore, learn to transfer 
their skills to a new domain or context. 
OTHER OBSERVATIONS 
Assessment can transform implicit knowledge into explicit knowledge.  However, assessment of WIL 
is a challenge (Jackson, 2010), particularly when we move from a standard paradigm of learning (based 
on the didactic school based system) to an emerging paradigm which incorporates capacity as the unit 
of analysis as opposed to attainment (Hager, 2004).  Capacity is linked to learning, which incorporates 
knowledge informing judgments and expertise within a dynamic environment.  Therefore, the main 
assumption of stable knowledge, individual knowledge assessment and comparing assessment results 
across participants has little meaning.  Developing a capacity is relevant when related to the ability to 
make holistic, context sensitive judgments about how to act in situations that may be more or less novel.  
One strategy to achieve sound learning outcomes is to align intended learning outcomes with 
experiences and assessment (Biggs, 2011) which would require development of a prescribed rubric 
which employers could implement in assessment (Whelan, 2017). 
Emotional factors of the learner need to be acknowledged within the work environment.  A blend of 
emotional as well as intellectual aspects exist within informal learning and these become segregated 
within formal learning (Harris & Evans, 1991).  In addition to academic and domain knowledge the 
student as well as the work placement supervisor can attach emotional expectations on their application 
of skills to the workplace (Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985).  Reflection, which forms part of an effective 
learning process will invoke an emotional connection to experiences in order to learn and apply new 
knowledge (Harvey, Coulson, Mackaway, & Winchester-Seeto, 2010).  In another way, the process of 
workplace learning itself incorporates emotion as it is context driven which allows negotiation of 
norms, enculturalisation as well as the mental and emotional attributes of integrating into a new 
environment or when undertaking new tasks (Zegwaard, Coll, & Hodges, 2003).  In many cases it is 
these social and emotional skills that employers seek in students and graduates, as the capacity to deal 
with challenges and stress that display ‘emotional work-readiness’ (Bandaranaike & Willison, 2015). 
Students want the direct experience of real life problem solving (Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick, & 
Cragnolini, 2004) and an element of emotional work readiness (Bandaranaike & Willison, 2015).  Such 
experience can be identified in the graduate’s ability to align with the goals of the group or organization 
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and at an optimum they will focus on achieving these goals in the face of challenges and obstacles.  
Within a formal classroom setting there often exists a lack of connection to real world tasks and a 
divorce from goal directed learning.  There is opportunity to artificially construct a formal education 
domain through the introduction of learning tools such as case studies or real world analogies, which 
can be useful to incorporate goal directed learning.  However, in the absence of applying knowledge 
and skills in the workplace the concept cannot be fully embraced.  
As ill-defined situations and activities are integral to a work environment, they should be integrated 
into the WIL experience (Herrington, Oliver, & Reeves, 2003).  This would allow a simulation of real 
world situations, which encourages authentic learning.  Studies completed by Richmond, Richards & 
Britt (2015) where two work stations were developed to be less defined for occupational therapy 
students, necessitated peer learning and autonomous problem solving.  When the scaffolding initially 
placed for novice workplace learners is removed the lack of structure in tasks requires exercising of 
cognitive processes developed, which empowers students to transfer learning into new situations and 
contexts (Leong & Kavanagh, 2013).  
CONCLUSION  
This paper argues that the workplace informs activities in which workers engage and this in turn can 
precept the guidance they can access.  However, the process of learning within a workplace setting 
cannot be wholly described as informal or formal.  An informal approach may leave the learning to the 
risk of limited affordances based on where people are positioned in an organization or to the mercy of 
political structures which can set a learning process up for failure.  Therefore, this learning should not 
be limited by the work environment as it often lacks a formal learning framework.  The interventions 
of formal learning characteristics can bridge learning gaps by introducing a curriculum, predictable 
learning outcomes, techne and phronesis, as well as collaborative and active learning initiated by both 
teacher and learner.  It can also dictate how the learning is constructed ontogenically encouraging a 
personal pedagogy.  
This analysis does imply that within a semi-formal learning environment informal learning is integral 
to WIL and it introduces an opportunity to provide an extensive and varied learning experience.  Even 
within a structured WIL framework implicit knowledge will be gained by undertaking work.  Such 
informal learning experiences incorporate intentional and unintentional learning, implicit and explicit 
knowledge and a focus on tool use as well as mental activities.  A semi-formal learning environment 
also eliminating distinctions between knowledge and skills, while integrating contextualized learning 
which emphasizes the learner as a worker where this learning is dependent on other activities. 
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